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          Characters introduced in PAPER DRAGON

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jonathan Jackson “Jake” Winslow, aka Yakov, aka Yasha: Phew, that’s a lot of names for one guy, but considering this dragon shifter’s family history?

      

      

      
        	His adoptive parents call him Jonathan or Jake.

        	His friends call him Jake.

        	In the orphanage, he was known as Yakov.

        	Lillika and others from Ukraine call him Yasha.

      

      Casimir Vitriyenko: Dragon shifter. First born son of Vitri Archaki. Half-brother to Jake.

      

      Elodie Chanterelle: Blood witch. Sister to Vitri’s deceased wife. Casimir’s lover.

      

      Vitri Archaki: Dragon shifter. Jake’s biological father. Self-proclaimed dragon king. Lives in multiple lairs in the Ukrainian underlands.

      

      Audrey Winslow: Dragon shifter. Married to Elijah Winslow. Jake’s adoptive mother. Sister of Vitri. Known as the Châtelaine.

      

      Elijah Winslow: Dragon shifter. Married to Audrey Winslow. Jake’s adoptive father.

      

      Lacey Roccaforte: Rat shifter. Member of the Roccaforte Mischief. Lives and works in New Jersey.

      

      Willa Vitryenko: Dragon shifter. Twelve years old. Jake’s half-sister.

      

      Catriona “Cat”: Earth witch. Jake’s best friend since college.

      

      Sebele “Sebi”: Blood witch. Cat’s older sister.

      

      Luciano “Luc”: Jaguar shifter from Argentina. Former professional soccer player. Cat’s boyfriend.

      

      Caelum: Dragon shifter. Protector of the Skyland Realm. Jake’s mentor.

      

      Cecile: Kitchen witch. Cooks for the Winslows.

      

      Aravind: Gharial shifter. Works for the Winslows.

      

      Striža: Veela. Jake’s lover (he hopes…).

      

      Kunal: Gharial shifter. Works for the Winslows.

      

      Tanvir: Gharial shifter. Works for the Winslows.

      

      The Weaver: One of the four Magicals with apartments and studios on the second floor of the Winslows’ Park Avenue mansion (along with the Oracle, the Augury, the Alchemist).

      

      Oscar: Cat’s feline familiar. Occasionally goes on missions with Cat and Jake.

      

      Lillika: Dragon shifter. Former wife of Vitri Archaki. Jake’s biological mother.

      

      Pavel Dimitriu: Bear shifter. Head of the bear clans in the Transcarpathian Mountains.

      

      Eszter: Lynx shifter. Translator.

      

      Dita: Lynx shifter. Translator.

      

      Leonid, Kirill: Bear shifters. Pavel’s officers.
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      I entered the dragon king’s personal lair without his knowledge. I’d searched my father’s rooms in the past, though never with this same intent. Having removed one obstacle in my path to taking over as king—my half-brother, Yakov, or Jake, or Jonathan or whatever else he called himself—there remained at least one other half-sibling in my way.

      I needed to find her and her mother and dispose of them both.

      My father professed he knew nothing of his missing wife’s whereabouts or those of their twelve-year-old daughter. Until recently, I believed him. But then Vitri slipped off my radar the same day I sent Yakov over the cliff to his death. I’d come to my father’s lair in search of clues as to who he was visiting or where he was hiding.

      The answer could be simple: he’d taken a new lover and secreted her off to one of his nests. Or one of his lackeys had brought word of yet another potential heir for Vitri to bring into the family fold and he’d gone off to have the dragonling tested for a genetic match. He never gave up hope, though every one of the sightings thus far proved a dead end.

      The likely explanation for his absence lay in his habitual, unannounced jaunts in pursuit of the odd ideas that bounded into the head of an unwell monarch at the tail end of his reign—a reign I could not wait to end.

      Once my plan to dethrone my father was executed, I could expand our clan’s holdings and circles of influence. The size of the underlands, with its caves and tunnels, its underground lakes and waterways, its hidden populations and untapped resources, gave rise to fevered dreams of limitless possibilities.

      I had no wish to share any of it with any sibling now living or yet to be conceived.

      My attention shifted to the centuries worth of carpets, wall hangings, furniture, and chests clogging my father’s rooms. I was poised to start upending furniture and peering behind wall hangings when Elodie walked into the room.

      “What are you doing in here?” The witch’s pouty voice at my back interrupted my train of thought.

      I opened the righthand desk drawer. It contained a selection of writing implements and fine papers. “Looking for Vitri’s planner.”

      “Your father doesn’t have a planner. He keeps everything in his head.”

      “Then why are you here?” If she was here for me, I was unavailable. And if she was here for a dose of Vitri’s life-prolonging blood, she was out of luck.

      “I’m thirsty and I haven’t seen Vitri in three days.”

      “I haven’t seen him in that long either.” Three days ago, I’d pushed my half-brother off the cliff. I hadn’t told Elodie what I’d done. Not because I wanted to hide my actions from her; more because she’d expressed interest in Yakov, a spoiled brat of a deformed dragon, and and it made me jealous.

      “I think you should invite your brother for a visit. Then I could withdraw enough of his blood to test whether it has the same properties as Vitri’s. The drops I tasted at his birthday party were delicious, and insufficient.” Elodie affected another pout. “Without Vitri, I need a secondary source or I’ll wither into old age and you’ll grow bored of me. You know I’d much rather take blood from you.”

      The one thing I could never provide my lover with was the family’s signature resource—magical blood. “Yes, darling, but as we discovered, my blood won’t extend your life.”

      “You have other qualities I desire,” she said, skillfully plastering her body against my front. I usually enjoyed our back-and-forth rapport and the pleasures that followed. Not today.

      “I can’t invite Yakov to visit us because he’s dead.”

      “What?”

      I spun away from Elodie and opened the second drawer. I rifled through the jewelry boxes, irritated by Elodie’s presence and unable to put my finger on the reason why. Maybe this discord was normal for couples who spent decades together and once I addressed her question, she’d leave.

      “He and I got into an altercation and I might have pushed him off a cliff.”

      “You might have pushed, or you did push him?” Even her voice grated at me.

      “I deliberately lured him to the cliffs at the end of Dragon Tail Trail, egged him into a fight, and exercised my superior skills. I won, he lost, so no, you won’t be getting your life-prolonging blood from anyone but Vitri.”

      Elodie slapped me on the face. I didn’t react. The second time she hit me, I grabbed her wrists and twisted until she yelped.

      “Never do that again.”

      Her near black eyes glittered. “You’re an idiot, Casimir. I told you at that whelp’s party his blood was enough like his father’s to warrant testing. That blood might have been the answer for both me and you, and now you’ve gone and snuffed out the one promising lead we had.”

      I slowly released Elodie’s wrists. She stared at the angry red marks on her skin. One side of my face continued to throb.

      “But we do have another lead, ma chère,” I said, pouring honey over my words. “I have a sister. She’s alive, and now that Yakov is out of the way I can devote all of my time and attention to finding her.” I pretended disinterest in the jumble of boxes as I opened each one and examined its contents. “Except when I’m devoting myself to you.”

      “That’s more like it. You know I’m here to help. Except these old rooms reek and I’m needed elsewhere.” She stroked her fingers down my back on her way to the door. “Will I see you tonight?”

      “If that’s what you desire.”

      She smiled and drew the door closed as she left the room. I returned to my search and when I’d gone through every box in the drawer I again studied the walls. Like the carpets, most of the hangings were cut pile rugs, woven of wool, silk, and other, rarer materials produced by the pelts of magical beings and beasts. Exhibited together in these windowless rooms, the effect was stifling. I was steeling myself to start opening the boxes stacked under the bed when one of the weavings caught my eye.

      Light from the gaseous lamps danced along its metallic threads. Seated in the elaborate chair in front of the desk, Vitri could have spent hours studying the images woven into the tapestry at his leisure. I hopped atop the desk and pulled the bottom of the woven hanging away from the wall.

      On the backside, gleaming golden warp threads alternated with red. The tree depicted on the front of the tapestry had to be a family tree. I clambered off, took a step back, and another, until I could take in the entire piece.

      Vitri, in his winged obsidian dragon form, anchored the heart of the tree. More dragons branched out from the trunk: black dragons, red dragons, even a couple of silver or white dragons. I spotted a few distinctly human females too, and smaller dragons dotted the shorter branches. From a distance, I’d mistaken them for flowers.

      Was I in here? And what about my mother?

      I quickly became obsessed with trying to determine which dragon belonged to which of Vitri’s wives and consorts and offspring, and lost my way in the low light and the nagging sense I was missing something. Reaching for the drawer to grab a piece of Vitri’s writing paper and a pen, I mistakenly opened the drawer with the jewelry boxes and there, like a beacon, sat a faded blue box embossed with an elaborate, gold leaf, letter A. I lifted the chain inside, revealing an oval, granulated gold pendant encasing a broken gemstone. More than half of the milky opal was missing.

      The A could have designated any number of names. I seized on the idea A stood for Asterope, for my mother. I undid the clasp and fastened the chain with the pendant around my neck.

      My skin sparked with anticipation. I had a mystery to solve. Taking one last look at the tapestry, I zeroed in on the female figure who might have been my mother and higher up, a dragon who resembled Yakov’s mother.

      Higher still, a dragon with a tiny pink dragonling tucked under its wing and an apple clutched in its claw caught my eye. Clicking my tongue against my teeth, I savored the frisson of discovery. An apple might have seemed an insignificant clue, but empires had been toppled by less than a piece of fruit.

      This tapestry was more than a genealogical record or testament to the dragon king’s procreative accomplishments. The tapestry was a map and with a bit of sleuthing I’d find my sister and her mother and rip their threads from my future.
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      Four unprotected stories below my feet, Saturday night’s vehicular traffic competed with the vibrations pummelling my eardrums. I should have gone inside after Catriona and the others left, shut off the lights, and headed to bed. The four of us agreed to an early morning wake-up call and we had shit to pack and weapons to choose and other details to see to before we returned to Ukraine.

      Except, I had to complete this symbolic rooftop ambit on my own and given the force of the hammering inside my ribcage I wondered how long I had before my heart gave out.

      I fumbled for the protective iron fence, took another deep breath and blew it out. I was Jake Winslow, dragon shifter. I didn’t yet have my wings, but in the past forty-eight hours I’d throttled down my fear of heights to a manageable three out of ten because I was a survivor. I’d lived through my dragon mother dropping me from her claws when I was barely a year old. More recently, I’d survived being pushed off a mountain ledge by my half-brother, Casimir.

      I had no plans to test my bounce-ability on the concrete sidewalks. Tonight’s walk was a solitary victory lap over a lifetime of being afraid to go out on a limb. Literally.

      I paused at the southwest corner of the building and copied the decorative gargoyle’s crouch. Magic settled around my shoulders and head like my personal fog bank. Gripping the concrete mouldings to my left and right, I used the prescience to give me a frontal view of the stone figure.

      If these “Watchers,” as my little sister designated them, were real, then this gargoyle and its brethren would have witnessed the comings and goings of hundreds, even thousands of Magicals and mundanes from the mansion’s entrances, including the landing strip positioned in the center of the rooftop.

      The gargoyles could have seen my birth mother enter through the main door in her human form and fly into the night on her dragon wings. Now that I had her name—Lillika—and understood why she’d disappeared from my life, an anxious, questioning part of me settled. Though every revelation, every new piece of information about my biological parents yielded ten more questions.

      Ask them what they know.

      I stared at the back of the broad, canine head. The prescience wanted me to ask a chunk of carved granite what it knew. Tonight of all nights, my magic was all up in my head, getting chatty. I’d kept it dampened for years because when the prescience wasn’t tamped down, it assaulted me with the overwhelming feeling I was about to fall or stumble or receive terrible news.

      “Give me a minute,” I muttered.

      I returned to perusing the gargoyle’s hunched backside, tucked-in wings, and prominent vertebra. A pair of exaggerated ears and a detailed set of horns curved out and back from the sides of its skull. This beast, like the two others I’d passed, would be about my height if it were standing, with a stonier, bonier physique. Caught in a permanent crouch, it leaned forward, knees around its shoulders and clawed hands clutching a large granite orb. Scooped out eyes rendered it lifeless.

      There was no way this creature would be answering any questions tonight.

      I straightened my legs and headed toward the rear-facing southeast corner, with the fourth and final gargoyle and the last stretch of catwalk in my sights. Muffled cracks split the air, like someone was balling up wads of waxed paper to either side of my head. Reflexively, I felt along the top curve of my ears for my magic-cancelling ear cuffs. They weren’t there. Which made sense. I hadn’t put the ear cuffs on because didn’t need to use them anymore.

      Right. Clenching my thigh muscles stabilized my knees. Focusing on the topiary lights calmed my jumpy stomach. Grounded, not frozen, I scoured the nearby buildings and the cloudless sky. I didn’t see or feel the presence of incoming dragons like I had on my birthday. A few quieter cracks drew my attention to the remaining gargoyle.

      The stone carapace on the creature’s arm cracked around the elbow and fell away. Glancing cautiously over the decorative knee-high barrier, I spotted the missing pieces inside the fan of metal netting jutting out from the building’s façade.

      None of this helped my hard-working heart.

      The rest of the gargoyle’s transformation happened within seconds. Wings stretched out to either side, their sticky surface coated in dust and pebbled concrete. He curled his long, obsidian toes around the stone ball and stood, slowly opening his arms wide to the night.

      “You must be Yakov,” he said. Spinning on one clawed foot, he stepped over the low moulding and onto the catwalk with the other. I tightened my hold on the iron bar. I lived in a world populated with Magicals. Encountering one on my roof shouldn’t put me into shock.

      “I…yes, I am. Mostly, I’m Jake.”

      “Lillika calls you Yakov.”

      Lillika. Goddess and Spirit, this gargoyle knew my biological mother. I leaned my shoulder against the rigid fence to keep my knees from buckling for real this time. “And who are you?”

      “Trefor Beauchêne. You can call me Trey. À votre service.”

      I rifled through the endless guests lists I’d been forced to memorize over the years ahead of my mother’s extravagant parties. “Beauchêne” produced a memory of an elegant older woman and I tried to reconcile my recollection of her with the gargoyle in front of me. Trefor bowed, straightened, and brushed grit off his bare arms and legs. His precarious perch, coupled with his nonchalance, triggered my vertigo with a vengeance. So much for crowning myself victor. I was all too ready to exit the catwalk as soon as possible, even if it meant scaling the barb-tipped fence and dropping to the other side.

      “I am here at the Châtelaine’s directive.”

      “And who is this Châtelaine?”

      “Audrey Winslow.”

      Of course the Châtelaine was my mother. Roughened iron dug into my skin. “And she asked you to shift tonight?”

      “Madame Winslow asked me to watch this corner for signs the reclamation project had begun or until she needed me elsewhere.” Trefor’s skin shone a dull, dark gunmetal gray in the streetlights bouncing off the buildings. He scanned me head to toe, stretched his arms and wings again, and yawned. Muscles rippled with his every move.

      Madame Winslow had mentioned this “reclamation project” the day before and then neglected or conveniently forgot to explain further. I reached for my phone, pressed my thumb to the locked screen, and waited for the landline beside my parents’ bed to ring.

      “Jonathan, what’s wrong?” My father’s voice interrupted the first trill. Maybe the day’s revelations were affecting him too. I pictured him in his long nightshirt, propped in bed with reading glasses sliding down his nose and a hardcover book laying open on his lap.

      “I’m on the roof. I’ve met someone named Trefor Beauchêne. He says he works for the Châtelaine. I’m calling to verify his identity.”

      Dad swore. Without needing to be in the room, I knew he pressed the speaker section of the ancient plastic phone to his chest. He thought I couldn’t hear him speak with my mother. I’d never had the heart to tell him I’d always been able to hear him, as his voice resonated through his chest into the phone’s mouthpiece.

      Apparently, even after decades of marriage, the Châtelaine could surprise her trusting spouse.

      My father came back on the line and cleared his throat. “Trefor Beauchêne is welcome inside the walls and protective wards of our home. When you’ve finished speaking with him, send him to my library. I don’t care how late or early it is. I’ll be up.”

      Smiling to myself, I tucked the phone back into my pocket. Dad’s scales were rarely ruffled, but when they were there was no arguing with the man or the dragon.

      “Elijah Winslow would like to speak with you,” I said. “Follow me.”

      “Thus awakened, I go where you go.” Trefor chuckled. “Consider me your shadow, cast there by dual lights of the Châtelaine and the Augury and their mutual, maternal concern for your well-being.”

      “I…” So, this was what having two mothers was going to look like. I growled in mock aggravation and directed the gargoyle down the last stretch of catwalk. “I’m leaving for Ukraine tomorrow. The trip is urgent and I’m on a deadline.”

      “Delightful. I shall be your plus-one.”

      I stopped shy of the gate, stepped onto the fire escape landing, and fixed my gaze on the hulking creature on my heels. I was up to my eyeballs in presumptuous Magicals. “You coming to Ukraine is not up to either you or the Châtelaine, it’s up to me and the group I assembled.” I paused to take a breath. “Bringing another Magical on board is not a decision I would make without consulting the others, and they’re going to want to know exactly what you have to offer in terms of magical skills and firepower. For starters.”

      I opened the gate, waved Trefor through, then shut and locked it behind us. I wasn’t going to let an unexpected visitor knock this mission off its course.
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      Trefor followed me into my aerie. Naked, conscious of the grit sliding off his wings and the footprints on the floor, he had the wherewithal to affect a sheepish tone. “Before I speak with your father, allow me to assume my human form and locate my belongings. Is the large coat closet on the fourth floor still intact?”

      “Yes, it is. Go see Elijah in the library once you’re dressed. Take the main hall off the foyer. We can talk after he’s finished with you.” Trefor nodded sharply, scanned the room, and headed for the main exit. He ducked his head and tucked his wings in, leaving the door open behind him.

      My plan to bank at least eight hours of sleep before confronting my other father, the self-proclaimed dragon king, departed along with the gargoyle. My magic settled around my shoulders, restless and alert. I scratched at my back, opened my traveler’s notebook to a fresh page, and started a pre-departure list beginning with a call to Lacey Roccaforte. I wanted her to hand select a security detail from her New Jersey-based mischief of rat shifters to watch over my little sister. Meeting Willa in the underlands was one of life’s serendipitous miracles. I liked having her in New York, where I could flex my big brother muscles and—

      My phone pulsed with a text. Catriona.

      >>sebi’s sleeping. luc’s hungry. can we raid your kitchen?<<

      >my kitchen is your kitchen. the one on the 4th floor is stocked<

      A rested Sebele was a good thing. In order to face the blood witch waiting for us in Ukraine, we needed a Magical with similar skills on our side. Sebele came on board once Cat, Luc, Caelum, and I agreed to stand as her four pillars, her “Warriors.” The formal designation underscored the fact we were walking into a battle of sorts. Making sure everyone was well fed was the least I could do.

      >>want anything?<<

      Food. A rumble in my stomach reminded me I was still recovering from my first trip to Ukraine and consecutive days of little or no food and way too many of the bear shifters’ protein bars. I imagined the gargoyle would appreciate something to eat too.

      >i’ll have whatever you guys are having x’s 2. i’ll be down soon<

      Pen poised above paper, my windows shook, my arm jerked, and I left something unintelligible scrawled across the page. Half-expecting another gargoyle, I dropped the pen and waved at the dragon on the other side of the glass. I’d forgotten the Protector of the Skyland Realm said he’d be back tonight. I texted Cat to add another serving to our midnight snack group and let Caelum in. Dressed neck to wrists and ankles in form-fitting black tactical gear, the Protector came across as a lean, mean seasoned special-ops officer.

      “Would there be a bed available for me?” he asked, angling two loaded duffel bags through the doorway.

      “How do you feel about sharing a room with a gargoyle?”

      Caelum raised an eyebrow and scanned the rooftop. “A gargoyle?”

      “Yep. His name is Trefor Beauchêne and at some point in the past, the Châtelaine requested he accompany me on my adventures. Trefor’s speaking with Elijah right now. As far as I’m concerned, he won’t be coming with us unless the group votes him in.”

      “I haven’t heard Audrey referred to as the Châtelaine in years.” Caelum blew out a sharp breath. “It seems our blood witch shall have her four warriors and you shall have one of your own. Smart.”

      “Yeah, I always wanted a babysitter. C’mon,” I said, directing him to the inner stairwell, “everyone’s meeting in the kitchen. Bring your bags. I’ll figure out where you can bunk after we eat.”

      I ducked my head into the library, which also served as my father’s office and weapons repository, and let Trefor know he would find us in the kitchen two doors farther down the wide, central hall. There, Luciano ruled over a cutting board, critiquing the slab of smoked salmon in front of him while Cat cut bagels at another board and arranged them on a plate. Caelum left his bags lined up end to end in the hall and volunteered to set the table.

      “Five plates.” I pointed him to the butler’s pantry and sidled up to Cat, my island of calm in the sea of mission prep. “What’re we having?”

      “Bagels and cream cheese.” She grinned widely, waving a serrated knife in the air. I made a show of ducking; I wasn’t quick enough to avoid her swatting the side of my leg. “Cecile knows they’re my favorite.”

      “You better hope Cecile didn’t have plans for those bagels aside from feeding all of us a hefty good-bye breakfast. What can I do?”

      “Open the cream cheese? Chop that stack of chives? Rub my aching back?”

      Luc growled. Cat swatted his arm. “Relax, kitty cat. Jake’s my brother from another mother. We’re a package deal.”

      Grinning at the late-night camaraderie, I washed my hands and carried the plate of bagels to the dining room. The four of us settled at one end of the long table. Luc set a platter of salmon, tomatoes, and paper-thin slices of red onions in the center. Cat claimed the chair at the head of the table and served herself first.

      I slid a sesame bagel and an onion bagel into the toaster on the sideboard. “Dig in.”

      “Oh, I forgot about drinks,” Cat said, popping off her chair. “Who wants what?”

      While she grabbed a pitcher of orange juice, I filled the group in on what happened during my walk, ending with, “I’ll put the gargoyle’s status up for a group vote.”

      Caelum scratched at his jaw. “Could we reserve judgement until after—”

      “Bonsoir, mes amis.” Trefor swept
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